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ABSTRACT
The object of this study was to examine the relation
ship, if any, between success and failure experiences and
self-concept in retarded children.

The Piers-Harris Chil

dren's Self-Concept Scale was administered to 30 institu
tionalized mentally retarded children at the Grafton State
School.

Following the administration of the pretest, the

subjects were divided into three groups, two experimental
and one control.

Each group was further subdivided into a

high and a low self-concept group on the basis of pretest
performance.

The groups were generally comparable with

respect to chronological age and sex.

Experimental group

A was exposed to a success experience, experimental group
B to a failure experience, and Group C constituted the con
trol group.
One W9ek after the administration of the self-concept
inventory, Groups A and B received the experimental manipu
lations.

The experimental task involved shooting a dart

gun at a target while blindfolded, with success or failure
being controlled by the experimenter.

Immediately follow

ing the experimental task a second measure of self-concept
was obtained.

Group G was administered the pre and post
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form3 of the self-concept inventory with no intervening
success-failure experience.
It was hypothesized that following a failure experi
ence retardates would show a greater drop in self-concept
than after a succe33 experience.

Further, retardates with

low self-concepts were expected to show a greater drop in
self-concept following a failure experience than those
with high salf-eoncept3.
supported by the data.

Neither of these hypotheses were

Analyses of variance and covari

ance failed to reveal any significant difference among ex
perimental conditions (success, failure, and control).
However, there was a significant main effect for the type
of subject, high versus low self-concept.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
Although, self-concept has long been a source of inter
est to psychologists, it has only been in recent years that
empirical studies have been done.

Two problems that have

contributed to this have been the lack of consensus on a
definition of self-concept and the sparsity of reliable in
formation on the variables which affect self-concept.
Nevertheless, some statements regarding the nature of selfconcept have been proposed.
Mayer (196?) defined self-concept as ". . . a n organ
ized group of feelings an individual has concerning himself
which are admissible to awareness."

He suggested that

self-concept is the result of the various environmental ex
periences an individual has been exposed to throughout his
life.
Mayer emphasized the importance of success-failure
experiences in the development of self-concept.

In this

context, success either enhances an individual’s self-concept
or leads to more positive feelings about the self.

Failure

experiences, on the other hand, either decrease an indi
vidual’s self-concept or lead to more negative feelings
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about the self.

The kinds of success-failure experiences

that an individual ha3 appear to determine to a large de
gree how he perceives himself.

These perceptions in turn

should have a' marked influence on how the individual be
haves .
Since positive self-concept has been tentatively
linked to achievement and desired personality characteris
tics in general, the enhancement of self-concept has been
a major concern to both educators and psychologists (Gorlow,
Butler and Guthrie, 1963; Snyder, 1965* 1966; Snyder,
Jefferson and Straus, 1953; Wink, 1965)»

Historically

these professionals have been most concerned with enhancing
self-concept in "normal" or non-clinical populations.

How

ever, in recent years there has been an increasing inter
est in studying the self-concept of the retarded.

The re

tarded population represents an intact group that can be
used to study the effects of failure on self-concept, since
retardates typically have a greater history of failure
than the "normal" population.

Retardates might be less

responsive to experimentally induced success experiences
due to their greater history of failure.

Therefore the

enhancement of the retardates* self-concept becomes even
more of a challenge.
Although considerable research has been done with
both the self-concept of the retardate and the effect of
succes3-failure experiences on retardates* performance on
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subsequent learning task3, the results have not been consis
tent (Heber, 19b 7; Zigler, 1966).

These inconsistencies

indicate the need to look at more specific variables to
account for the differences in the reactions of the retard
ed to success-failure experiences.

To date, no studies

have attempted to relate the effects of success-failure
experiences to the measured self-concept of the retarded.
Therefore, the purpose of this study will be to determine
whether success and/or failure experiences affect retar
date's self-concept.

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OP THE LITERATURE
Although considerable attention has been given to
self-concept in recent years, the literature seems to pro
vide little definite correlational data about the selfconcept of the retardate.

Retardation, as such, has not

been shown to have any definite effect on self-concept.
The same is true of institutionalization and special class
placement.

However some evidence does suggest that re

tardates with higher self-concept achieve better than those
with lower self-ccncepts.
Cromwell (1963) stated that self-concept can be
thought of as an outgrowth of the various environmental
situations to which an individual has been exposed through
out his life.

Success and failure experiences play an

integral part in an individual's life history and in th9
formation of hi3 self-concept.

However, the life his

tories of normal children are characterized primarily by
success experiences, while the histories of retarded chil
dren are characterized primarily by failure experiences
(Cromwell, 1963).

MacMillan (1969) concluded that as a

result of their differing histories, retarded children gen
erally have a higher expectancy for failure.
b
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The literature review that follows will be divided
into two major sections.

First studies relevant to the

self-concept of the retarded will be presented.

The

second part of the literature review is concerned with the
effects of 3ucce33-failure experiences on performance in
subsequent learning tasks.
Correlates of Self-Concept in the Retarded
Gorlow, Butler, and Guthrie (1963,1967) have done con
siderable research on retardates' self-concept.

The re

sults of their studies indicate that perhaps both retar
dates and normals are similar in their concerns about them
selves

and in regard to the various correlates of self-

concept.

Guthrie, Butler, Gorlow, and White (1961;) found

that retarded women were concerned about many of the same
issues which concern "normal” women, for example, popu
larity, sexual acceptability, compliance, and friendship.
The retarded subjects also feared being ignored or reject
ed, giving and not receiving, and being angry with peers.
Using the Laurelton Self-Attitude Scale, Gorlow, Butler,
and Guthrie (19 6 3 ) found small but significant relation
ships between self-acceptance and school achievement.

They

also found that those who were more accepting of themselves
tended to do better in the institutional training program.
In investigating the relationship between selfconcept and achievement, both Snyder (1965) and Wink (1963)
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found that retardates xvith high self-acceptance 3Core3 ac
hieved at a higher level in school than those with low
self-acceptance scores,.

In attempting to extend this work,

Snyder (1966) found that high achieving retardates, com
pared to low achieving retardates, had higher self-concepts
better personality scores, and lower anxiety scores.
Along similar lines Snyder, Jefferson and Straus (195>3)
found a positive relationship between self-concept and
reading, and self-concept and achievement,,

They also found

a positive relationship between 3elf-concept and favorable
personality variables in general.
Since several investigators have linked positive self
concept to favorable personality variables, attempts have
been made to enhance the self-concept of the retardate,.
Studies concerning the effect of group counseling on selfconcept with the retarded have generally shown an increase
in positive feelings about the self and a decrease in
anxiety a3 a result of the counseling (Mann* 196?, 1969).
Increases in mathematical and reading ability along with
better grades in deportment were also reported by Hann0
The Relationship Between Intelligence
a nd 5 eIf -C one e'pt
A number of investigators have found a consistent
relationship between low intelligence and low selfappraisal (Bialer, 1968; Curti3, 196)4; Gorlow, Butler,
and Guthrie, 1963)G

Other investigators hive reported less
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favorable self-concepts among the retarded (Albizu-Miranda,
Matlin, and Stranton, 1966; Piers and Harris, 1961|; Rich
mond, 1972)*

Meyerowitz (1962} found that educable men

tally retarded subjects were more derogatory of themselves
than normal children and that educable mentally retarded
subjects in special classes were more derogatory of them
selves than those remaining in the regular classroom.
Other studies have obtained results inconsistent with
this trend and have shown that mentally retarded children
generally have less realistic self-concepts than either
average or above average children.
(1961)

For example, Ringness

found that retardates tended to overestimate success

when compared to average or above average groups.

Al

though the above average children rated themselves the
highest on self-concept, the retardates rated themselves
higher than the average group.

Fine and Caldwell (196?)

also found that educable mentally retarded children regard
ed themselves as highly or better than their peer groups
and other children of normal intelligence their own age.
The fact that the retardates self-concept is often
inaccurate and inflated may be due in part to a very strong
need on the part of the retardate to deny that he i3 re
tarded (Edgerton, 1967).

Segal (1967) also concluded that

mildly retarded children sense that they are different and
that they can not lead a normal life.

If, in fact, Segal's
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observation concerning mildly retarded children is true,
one would expect them to be more defensive.

Collins,

Burger, and Doherty (1970) did find that to be the case in
a study using educable mentally retarded children.

They

also found that subjects were less ready to accept criticism
than normals.
Effect of Special Class Placement
on Se1f-Gone ept
The effect of special class placement on self-concept
and adjustment has been reviewed by Gardner (1968) and Guskin and Spicker (1968).

Both articles concluded that

special class placement seems to have little effect on selfconcept.

Carroll (1 9 6 7 ) reported educable mentally retard

ed subjects in a segregated setting showed less improvement
in self-concept than those in a partially intergrated set
ting.

In a study of "slow learners" Bacher (1965) found

no significant differences in self-concept between slow
learners in special education classes and those in regular
classrooms.

Furthermore, McMillan (1965) found no differ

ences in self-concept among retardates as a function of
length of time in special education classes.
However, in a study investigating change in general
self-concept of ability in educable mentally retarded sub
jects, Schurr (19 6 7 ) found that self-concept showed an as
cending linear trend over the last one and one half years
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of placement in a special class while those reassigned to
a regular classroom showed a decrease in self-concept*
The students had a more negative orientation to the special
class during their second year, but there was no signifi
cant change in academic aspirations.

Students may have

internalized the negative attitudes of others about the
special class and not about their ability*

One interpreta

tion of these findings might be that the students in the
special education classroom were mors protected from aca
demic failure than those remaining in the regular classroom.
Their self-concept was enhanced following placement in spec
ial education classes.

However, the students in the special

education classes were probably still exposed to the nega
tive attitudes of others regarding special class placement
and retardation in general*

Therefore their attitudes to

ward special class placement became increasingly negative.
Furthermore, while they showed an increase in self-concept
relating to academic matters, thi3 might not have been re
flected in an overall increase in self-concept.
In view of the fact that retarded children have a his
tory of fewer success experiences, it 3eems reasonable to
assume that they have a lower expectancy of success in prob
lem solving situations.

Such expectancies have been

measured by a level-of -aspiration task.

Sears (191+0)

found that average intelligence children with long histories
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of failure set discrepant goals (either too high or too
low) when compared to children with less severe histories
of failure.

Harrison, Singer, Budoff and Folman (1970)

also reported that performance-discrepant goal setting is
more characteristic of children with a history of failure
than those without one.
Effects of Institutionalization
on deli*-Concept
The literature concerning the effects of institu
tionalization on self-concept is also inconsistent.
Guthrie, Butler, and Gorlow (1963) compared female re
tardates living in an institution with those living at home
and concluded that the girls living in the institution had
a much more negative self-attitude.

However, Gorlow, Butler,

and Guthrie (1963) found that self-concept tended to in
crease as a function of length of institutionalization.
In 1965, a study by McAfee and Cleland failed to demonstrate
any relationship between self-concept and length of institu tionalization.

Kni3s, Butler, Gorlow, and Guthrie

(1962) also found self-attitudes to be independent of length
of institutionalization and of age and intelligence as well.
Effect of Success and Failure on Performance
Failure experiences and their subsequent effects on
performance have been amply documented with normals (Kas3
and Stevenson, 1961; Stevenson and Pirojnickoff, 19.68;
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Steigman and Stevenson, I960; Stevenson and Zigler, 1958;
Atkinson, 1958; Katz, 196i|; Rotter, 195U; Sarason, David
son, Lighthall, Waits, and Ruebush, I960).

Although the

results of studies which experimentally induced successfailure experiences with retardates have been inconsistent,
in general, success has led to better performance than
failure (Eaglstein, 1970; Kass and Stevenson, 1961).
In a study involving the effect of success-failure
experiences on subsequent learning tasks, Heber (1957)
found that success enhances the performance of both normals
and retardates; however, the performance of retardates is
enhanced more than normals following a success experience.
He also found that the performance of both normals and re
tardates was enhanced following a failure condition.
As a result of this unexpected effect of the failure
condition, that is, the facilitation instead of hindering
of performance, Gardner (1958) compared the effects of two
degrees of failure, partial and total.

He reported that

both degrees of failure had a general enhancing effect
for both normals and retardates but that failure enhanced
the performance of normals more than that of retardates.
One problem encountered in some of the earlier
success-failure studies has been lack of adequate controls.
To overcome this problem, Eaglstein (1970) employed a
neutral experience and a no experience group.

He found

no difference between these groups and a success-failure
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group on a subsequent learning task,

Eagl3tein concluded

that the success-failure interventions must be repeated
several times if they are to be effective in producing a
change in performance.

He suggested that a relatively

easy task which ha3 had no history of success or failure,
might be more effective in producing change than classroom
type activities which may have success or failure experi
ences already attached to them.
Another problem in success-failure experiments is
that the experimental manipulations are usually very simple
and employed only once.

They probably do not constitute

an. adequate analogue of the lengthy and repeated history
of failure experienced by the retardate.

In a study in

volving prolonged failure, Zeaman and House (I960) found
that retardates were unable to solve an extremely easy
problem even though they had been able to do so prior to
the failure experience.
The diversity of findings within the success-failure
literature may also b9 due to the lack of control for
moderating variables.

One such factor was identified by

Butterfield and Zigler (1965) who reported that both normal
and retarded children react differently to success and
failure experiences as a function of their rasponsivity
to adult3.

Pour groups of eight institutionalized mentally

retarded children and four groups of eight normal children
were selected on the basis of responsivity to social rein
forcement,

All of the groups learned a three-choice size
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discrimination bask following exposure to either a success
or failure experience.

The results showed that among high

responsive subjects, failure, as compared to success, at
tenuated the performance of the retarded while improving
the performance of normals.

Among low responsive sub

jects, however, failure attenuated the performance of nor
mals while improving the performance of retardates.
Two hypotheses have been advanced to account for the
fact that responsive retarded children did not improve
their performance on a subsequent learning task following
a failure experience.

The first hypothesis proposes that

failure experiences arouse competing motives in responsive
retarded children.

It is possible that the failure ex

periences may be so anxiety producing that it causes the
retardate to deny the experience.

In that case a child

would not be expected to react -with Increased effort follow
ing failure.

A second hypothesis, advanced by Cromwell

(1963), is that normals are reinforced more often for in
creased effort following a failure experience than re
tardates, and a number of investigators have shown that
normals are more apt to improve their performance follow
ing a failure experience (Gardner, 1958; Shallenberger
and Zigler, 1961).

Statement of the Problem
High 3elf-concepts have been linked to achievement
in school and success in both institutional training pro
grams and in subsequent job placement (Gorlow, Butler, and
Guthrie, 19&3)•

Furthermore, the results of studies

I'jhich experimentally induced success-failure experiences,
indicate that success generally lead3 to better performance
than failure (Baglstein, 19?0).

Even though the effects

of success-failure experiences on subsequent task perfor
mance have been investigated, no studies to date have at
tempted to determine if success or failure experiences af
fect self-concept in the retarded.
The purpose of this study is to determine whether
success and failure experiences affect .retardates* selfconcepts.

It was hypothesized that following a failure

experience, retardates will show a greater drop in selfconcept than after a success experience.

Further, re

tardates with low self-concepts were expected to show a
greater drop in self-concept following a failure experi
ence than those with high self-concepts.

CHAPTER III

METHOD
General Design
The object of this study was to examine the relation
ship, if any, between 3ucces3 and failure experiences and
self-concept in retarded children,.

Following the adminis

tration of the pretest, The Pier3-Harris Children's SelfConcept Scale (Piers and Harris, 1969), the subjects were
divided into three groups, two experimental and one controlo

Group A wa3 exposed to a success experience, Group

B was exposed to a failure experience, and Group C was
not exposed to any systematic experience.

Each group was

further subdivided into a high and low self-concept group
on the basis of pretest performance,.
One week after the administration of the self-concept
inventory, Groups A and B received the experimental manipu
lations,,

The experimental task involved shooting a dart

gun at a target while blindfolded, with 3Ucce3s or failure
being manipulated by the experimenter„

Immediately follow

ing the experimental task a second measure of selfconcept using the Piers-Harri3 Children's Self-Concept
Scale was obtained.

Group C was administered the pre and

16

p 031 forms of the self-concept inventory with no interven
ing success-failure experience.
Subjects
Subjects for this study were 30 institutionalized
mentally retarded children who represented the total eli
gible school-age population at the Grafton State School in
Grafton, North Dakota.

The 25 boy3 and 5 girls ranged in

age from 11 to 21j. years.

IQ scores were obtained from

the records of the institution and ranged from 34 to 70.
No individuals with gross sensory or motor disturbances
were included.
The subjects were divided into three groups that ware
generally comparable with respect to chronological age and
sex.

The mean chronological age IQ, and self-concept

scores on the pretest for each group are presented in
Table 1.
Instrument
The Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale, en
titled ’’The Way I Peel About Myself,” was used to measure
self-concept.

It is a self report instrument appropriate

for children of all ages.

The scale was designed pri

marily for research on the development of children’s self
attitudes and correlates of these attitudes.

The Piers-

Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale was originally de
signed to cover all areas about which children reported
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TABLE 1
MEAN CHRONOLOGICAL AGE IN MONTHS, MEAN TQ, AND MEAN
SELF-CONCEPT ON THE PRETEST FOR EACH GROUP

Groups
Success

Failure

Control

Pretest
_Score
X
Range

SelfConcept

N

X

High

5

(12+3-291)
208

(30-70)
53.2+0

(2+6-70)
56.2+

Low

5

(15k-238)
208

(40-68)
49.80

(2+1-2+5
2+3.2

High

5

(166-254)
215

(40-70 )
5 1.8 0

(2+6-70)
56.6

Low

5

(154-273)
221

(30-2+0)
35.60

(31-52)
2+4.2

High

5

(193-295)
217

(36-65)
50 .2+0

(44-67)
5 5 .2+

Low

5

(171-296)
215

(36-79)
53.50 •

(32-51)
2+2.8

CA
Range

X

IQ
Range

qualities they liked or disliked about themselves.

Non

discriminating items were dropped, so the final scale does
not cover every area to the same degree.

Published norms

are available for both normal and retarded school age
populations (Piers and Harris, 1962+).
Reliability
Both the Kuder-Richardson Formula 21 and the Spear
man-Brown odd-even formula have been employed to evaluate
the homogeneity of the test.

They have yielded coeffici

ents ranging from .78 to .93 and coefficients of .8 7 to
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.90 respectively (Piers and Harris, 196k).

Retests after

four months have resulted in coefficients ranging from
.71 to .77 (Wing, 1966).
Validity
It is never completely possible to ascertain whether
a particular test measures what it was intended to measure.
However, empirical validity provides evidence that a test
score can be interpreted in a particular way by showing
that a relationship exists between that test and a second
(criterion) variable.

Generally this relationship is ex-

pressed as a correlation coefficient.

All of the validity

coefficients mentioned here are Pearson product-moment
correlations.
Mayer (1965), in comparing scores on the PiersHarris with scores on Lipsitt's Children's Self-Concept
Test (1958) for a sample of 98 special education students,
obtained a correlation of .68 (p K. .01).

Cox (1966) found

correlations of “,lj8 and ".Oil. between the Piers-Harris
and problems checked on the SRA Junior Inventory (p < .01).
Children’s self reports have typically corresponded
only slightly with the way teachers and peers rate them.
Piers (1965) obtained correlations which ranged from .06
to .1+9 (p <.01) .

Cox (1966) found significant correlations

between the Piers-Harris and teacher and peer ratings of
socially effective behavior, .i|3 and .31, respectively
(p

.01).

Additional correlations with the Children's
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Social Desirability Scale (Millen, 1966; .25 to .1}5)»
Children's Manifest Anxiety Scale (Cox, 1966; “.69 to “ .5^+)
and parental (.56) and peer (.61) acceptance -were signifi
cant at the .01 level.
Correlations between the Piers-Harris and several
intellectual measures have been obtained.

The correlations

ranged from .01} with, the WISC and Binst Standard Scores to
.50 with the ICESC Verbal Scale,

Piers (1965) obtained

correlations of ”.0i}, .10, .2 7 (p ^ .05) and .36 (p ^ .01)
with the Otis-Lennon Mental Ability Test.

Eastman (1965)

obtained correlations ranging from .08 on the WISC perfor
mance to .50 (p

.01) on the WISC Verbal score,

Mayer

(1965) reported a correlation of .01} using the WISC and
Binet standard score while Cox (1966) obtained a correla
tion of J48 (p < ,01) with the California Test of Mental
Maturity.

Piers and Harris (1961}), also reported correla

tions ranging from .06 to »1}3 (P ^ .01) between the PiersHarris Self-Concept Scale and a nameless achievement test.
In summary, the Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept
Scale has been shown to correlate highly with other measures
of self-concept as well as with various intellectual
measures.

It has also been shoxm. to correlate with

teachers and with peer ratings.

No consistent sex differ

ences have been demonstrated, nor has it been shown that
consistent differences between grade levels can be expected
on the Piers-Harris Scale.
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Experimental Task
The experimental ta3k involved shooting a dart gun
at a target while blindfolded.

The dart gun was plastic

and equipped with nine rubber tipped darts0

The target,

an official archery target (1 7 % x 17") was mounted on an
easel at a distance of five feet from the subject.
This particular task was selected because it en
abled the experimenter to control the success-failure
variableo

Since the subject wa3 blindfolded he had no

way of knowing whether or not he was actually hitting the
target.

The subject had no reason to suspect that the

experimenter■was in fact controlling the 3ucces3-failure
variable, and it was very easy to convey to the subjects
that a hit constituted success and a miss represented
failure,,

Furthermore, the task itself was very simple and

required minimal skills on the part of the subject.
Procedure
The Piers-Iiarris Children’s Self-Concept Scale wa3
administered to subjects in groups ranging in 3ize from two
to six children.

The experimenter brought the subjects

into a large multi-purpose room at the State School and
seated them at a table.

The experimenter introduced her

self and asked each of the subjects his/her name.

The

experimenter then proceeded to the inventory saying:
I ’m here to find out how you feel about
yourself.

I have some questions that I’d like
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you to answer*
answers.
self.

There are no right or wrong

It's just wheat you feel about your

This is not a test and does not have

anything to do with school.
The experimenter passed out the inventory and instruc
ted the subjects to put their names at the top.

After read

ing the instructions the experimenter checked to see that
each subject had .answered each item before proceeding to
the next one.

The inventory took approximately thirty min

utes to complete.

Each subject \vas thanked for his/her

help upon completion of the inventory.
During the following week the experimental and con
trol groups were formed on the basis of their scores on
the self-concept measure.

Groups A, B, and C are each

composed of five high and five low self-concepts subjects
for a total of thirty subjects.

The groups were also com

parable with respect to chronological age and sex.

An

equal number of high and low self-concept subjects received
success-failure experiences (see Table 1).
One week after the administration of the self-concept
inventory, all of the subjects in Group A participated in
a success experience while all of the subjects in Group B
participated in a failure experience.

Success or failure

was manipulated by the experimenter who informed the suc
cess group that they hit the target 100$ of the time and
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the failure group that they hit the target

of the time.

Group C was administered the posttest of the self-concept
inventory with no intervening success-failure experience.
The subjects were brought individually to the experi
mental room (a large classroom) at the State School by an
assistant to the experimenter.

The subject was then given

the following information:
I have some candy hare.

I ’m going to

give you a chance to win some of it by play
ing a game.

If you play the game wall enough

you can win some candy.
The game that we’re going to play is
called Bull's Eye.
with darts in it,

I ’ll give you a dart gun
I want you to stand be

hind this line (the experimenter pointed to
the line) and shoot at the target (the experi
menter pointed to the target).
experimenter took one shot).

Watch me (the
Now you try it.

(The subject received two trials.)
This time I ’m going to blindfold you so
you won't be able to see the target.

I ’ll

give you the gun and point you in the right
direction.
target.

You will get nine shots at the

Try to hit it every time because

each time you hit it, I ’ll put a piece of
candy in the cup beside you.

After you

shoot the gun I'll tell you if you hit the
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target or if you Missed the target.

Remember

every time you hit the target you'll get a
piece of candy.
Ready.

Do you have any questions?

Let*3 begin.

If the subject was in the success group he was told,
"You hit the target" after each trial.

If the subject was

in the failure group he was told, "You missed the target,"
after each trial.
After completion of the experimental task the sub
jects in group A and B were brought into another classroom
by the assistant and given a second administration of the
Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale by one of four
assistants.

The five assistants were all undergraduate

students enrolled in general psychology at the University
of North Dakota.

All assistants were instructed to avoid

saying or doing anything to the subjects which might affect
their self-concept after the experimental task.

They were

told to keep conversation at a minimum both prior to and
during the administration of the self-concept inventory.
Since all of the subjects were familiar with the
inventory, the assistants re-read the standard instructions
on top of the inventory and proceeded directly to its
administration.

Each subject was tested individually.

Upon completion of the self-concept inventory the
assistant thanked the subject for his/her help and gave
him two pieces of candy if he was in either the failure or

2k
control groupo

The subjects in the success group had al

ready received candy so they were merely thanked for their
helpo
Statistical Analysis
The data was analyzed using both one and two way fac
torial designs

CHAPTER IV

RESULTS
Pour measures ware obtained and used in data analy
ses:

salf-concept pretest scores, self-concept posttest

scores, change scores, and IQs,

The self-concept change

score represented the difference between a subject's raw
3core on the pretest and his raw 3core on the posttest.
Since the pretest scores had been used as one of the cri
teria in forming the experimental groups, these four
measures ware used in three ways to evaluate the two hy
potheses of the study.

First, analyses of variance were

used to examine the change scores and the posttest scores
for the predicted effects of the different treatments.
Second, two-tailed t-test3 were employed to check for
differential treatment effects as a function of high versus
low pretest performance.

Finally, analyses of covariance

in which the covariant was pretest performance were used
to test both the change scores and the po3ttest scores„
In addition, Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients
were computed among the four measures to ascertain the ex
tent to which IQ was associated with the three 3elf-concept
measures.
2^
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A one-way analysis of variance wss computed on the
change scores to determine the effect of the three treatment
conditions (success, failure, control) on self-concept.

A

significant overall treatment effect was not obtained (P =
1.153, d.f. = 2, 27, p^.10).

Furthermore, none of the

individual treatment means were found to differ signifi
cantly from one another when t-tests were computed between
each pair.

Two additional one-way analyses of variance

were computed for each of the subgroups within each treat
ment condition, high versus low self-concept on the pretest.
Once again, change scores were employed.

No significant

treatment effect was found either for the high self-concept
group (P

1, d.f. = 2 ,

concept group (P

12, p > ,5) or for the low self-

1, d.f. = 2 , 12, £_>.!).).

In each case,

none of the t-tests computed between each pair of means
ware significant.
In order to examine the data for differences between
high and low self-concept subjects, two-tailed t-tests were
computed between the two groups using change scores.

The

results indicate that there is a significant difference
between high and low self-concept subjects with respect to
overall mean change scores (t = 2 .1 0 7 , d.f. = 28, £_ < .05)*
An examination of Table 2 reveals that xtfhile the overall
mean change scores for the high self-concept and low selfconcept groups were “0.2 and 6.2 respectively, there was
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TABLE 2

MEAN AND STANDARD DEVIATION OF THE SELF-CONCEPT
CHANGE SCORES FOR EACH GROUP (n=5)

Self-Concept

High

Success
X
S.D.
-0.1+

3.81+

Treatments
Failure
Control
X
S.D.
X
S.D.
-3.0

11.8 1

2.8

Row Mar
ginals

6 ,1+1

0.2
7.35

9.0

Low
Column
Marginals

i+,3

5.H+

2.2

1+.I+9

0.1+

11.35

7.1+

8.96

11,58

5.1

7.68

6.2
8 .1+8
3,0
7.91

no systematic pattern among the me ans for■ the three treatments for each of these groups.
Finally, two one-way analyses of variance on the post
test scores were computed, one for the high self-concept
group, the other for the low self-concept group.

Once

again, no significant differences were found among the
treatment conditions in either analysis (high self-concept:
F ■< 1, d.f. = 2,12, p_ > .5; low self-concept:

F < 1, d„f, =

2. 12, 2_ > . 5).
Pearson-product-moment correlations were computed
among the self-concept change scores, pretest scores, post
test scores and IQs to ascertain the extent that IQ x^ras
correlated with each.

The correlations presented in Table

3 are based on the total number of subjects.
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TABLE 3
PEARSON-PRODUCT-MOMENT CORRELATIONS AMONG SELF-CONCEPTS
AND IQ VARIABLES ON THE TOTAL NUMBER
OP SUBJECTS (N=30)
Self-Concept
Change
Self-Concept
Change

1,00

-0.21
O
O

Pretest

Pretest

Posttest

Posttest

0. Styfr*

0.17

0 .70s-**

0.37*"'

1.00

0.45*
1.00

IQ
* "•

IQ

£

<

*0 5

^ .0 1
-:khc- o

a.

. 001

Since both the pretest scores and IQs were correlated
with posttest scores, a one-way analysis of covariance on
the posttest scores of the combined high and low self-concept
groups was computed.

No significant differences among the

treatment conditions were found after the pretest scores
and IQ scores had been covaried out (P < 1, d.f. = 2, 27,
p > ,5)«

Two one-way analyses of covariance on the post-

test scores for the high and low self-concept groups were
computed.

No significant differences were found to exist

among treatment conditions in either the high self-concept
group (P < 1, d.f, = 2,12, p_

.5) or in the low self-

concept group (F -A 1, d.f, = 2,12, £ > .5).
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In summary, neither of the hypotheses ware supported
by the data.

No significant differences were found to

exist among the experimental conditions (success, failure,
or control).

Furthermore, there was no evidence to suggest

that retardates with a low self-concept showed a greater
drop in self-concept following a failure experience than
those with a higher self-concept.

Even though IQ was found

to correlate with the posttest scores, analyses of covari
ance on the posttest scores with both IQ scores and pre
test scores covaried out failed to reveal any significant
differences among experimental conditions.

DISCUSSION
This study explored two hypotheses:

1) retardates

will show a greater drop in. self-concept following a fail
ure experience than after a success experience; and 2} re
tardates with a low self-concept were expected to show a
greater drop in self-concept following a failure experience
than those with higher self-concepts.

Neither of these

hypotheses were supported by the data.
The analyses of variance and covariance revealed no
significant differences among the experimental conditions
(success, failure, and control).

Several hypotheses could

be advanced to account for this.,

First, the experimental

condition probably did not constitute an adequate failure
experience due to its brevity.

Zeaman and House (I960)

hypothesized that lack of consistent results in the successfailure literature may be due to the fact that most of
the experimental manipulations are usually very short and
employed only once.

In a study involving prolonged

failure, they found that retardates were unable to solve
an extremely easy problem even though they had been able
to do so before.

It is quite possible that a prolonged

period of failure may be necessary to produce any signifi
cant change in self-concept, just as it is necessary to
.3 0
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produce any change in performance,

Eaglstein (1970) also

concluded that success-failure interventions must be re
peated several times if they are to be effective in produc
ing a change in performance.

Ideally the failure condition

should have been repeated several times to constitute an
adequate analogue of the lengthy and repeated history of
failure assumed for the retardate.
Second, since the retardates typically have a greater
history of failure than the "normal" population, retardates
might be lass responsive to experimentally induced success
experiences.

Therefore they may require an even longer

series of success experiences to elicit a change in selfconcept since they have a greater history of failure to
overcome.

However, due to the time element involved and

the restrictions imposed by the director of the institution,
repeated success-failure experiences were not feasible.
Third, the task itself was highly reinforcing regard
less of whether the subject was in the success or the
failure condition.

The experimental task was designed to

be interesting so that it might hold the attention of the
subject.

Furthermore, it was chosen because it was a rela

tively easy task which probably did not have many success
or failure experiences already attached to it.

However, on

the basis of the remarks made by the subjects during the
experimental task, the chance to participate in the experi
ment was highly reinforcing by itself.

The subject
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typically satisfies a variety of motives in the experimen
tal situation, for example, curiosity, having fun with the
"game," interacting with an interested adult, and avoiding
unpleasant classroom activities.

Being successful at the

experimental task is just one of the many reinforcing
properties of the task.

Given this complex motivational

state, success and failure may both result in an increase
in self-concept.

It is quite possible that a subject with

a low self-concept could increase his self-concept by
the fact that he feels important because he was chosen to
participate in the experiment,,

Ideally, the experimental

task should have been repeated several times so that the
novelty associated with the task could have worn off.
Fourth, the planned total sample of k8 had to be re
duced to 30 due to lack of subjects.

This reduction made

it extremely difficult to detect a difference even if it
had existed.

The standard deviations of the groups, es

pecially the failure groups, ware quite high.

Since the

groups were so small to begin with, one extreme score
could have made a considerable difference in the group mean
It should be noted that the greatest variability occurred
in the failure groups, followed by the control and success
groups.

The high and low failure groups had a range of 2?

and 29 points respectively while the high and low success
groups had a range of only 10 and 11 points.

It appears

that individual subjects reacted to the success experience
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similarly but that their reactions to the failure experi
ence were more variable.
Retardates with a low self-concept actually showed a
smaller drop in self-concept after a failure experience
than those with a higher self-concept.

This contradicts

the second hypothesis, but does lend some support to the
proposition that retardates have a strong need to deny that
they are retarded (Edgerton, 1967; Fine and Caldwell,
196?; Ringness, 1961; and Segal, 1967).

In a study in

volving the reactions of normal and retarded children to
success and failure experiences as a function of their
responsivity of adults, Butterfield and Zigler (1965)
found that responsive retarded children did not improve
performance on a subsequent learning task following a fail
ure experience.

They concluded that failure experiences

may be so anxiety producing that it causes the retardate
to deny the experience.

In that case the subject would

not be expected to react with increased effort folloxjing
failure.

Furthermore, if the retardate denies the failure

experience, he would not be expected to show a decrease in
•self-concept.
The two-tailed t-test did reveal a significant differ
ence between high and low self-concept subjects.

The high

self-concepts groups appeared to have more stable selfconcept than the low self-concept groups.

The mean-change

in self-concept for the high self-concept group was con
siderably less than for the low self-concept groups.

Both

3k
groups were compared to "normal" subjects to see if either
a ceiling effect on a similar phenomenon at the lower end
of the scale had been encountered.

The mean raw score on

the pretest for the high self-concept group was $6.1 which
corresponds approximately with the $7th percentile for
"normal" subjects.
raw score of

The low self-concept groups had a mean

-U- on the pretest which corresponds with

the 21;th percentile for "normal" subjects.

These norms

are based on 11.38 school age subjects, grades k through 12
(Piers and Harris, 1961;),

Since the lox<? s9lf-concept group

was already at the low end of the scale, the amount of
change that could take place on a downward direction was
limited,

A 3 a result there may have been a tendency for

the low self-concept subjects to regress towards the mean.
To date, no empirical studies have been done to de
termine if high self-concept subjects have more stable
self-concapt3 than low self-concept subjects.

However if

high self-concept subjects have more favorable personality
variables and less anxiety (Snyder, 1966) one x-jould in
tuitively expect that their self-concepts would show less
variability.
The high and low self-concept groups reacted dif
ferently to the success and failure conditions.

The high

self-concept group decreased in self-concept following
both the success and the failure condition but to a
greater degree following the failure condition.

The low
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self-concept group increased in self-concept following
both the success and the failure experiences.

However, the

increase in self-concept following the failure condition
ivas not as high as would be expected on the basis of the
increase in self-concept experienced by the control group.
One hypothesis can be advanced to account for the differing
reactions of the high and low self-concept groups to the
success failure experiences.

Even though the high self-

concept groups appeared more stable, that is, the mean
change in self-concept for the high self-concept group was
less than for the lox^ self-concept group, their reactions
to success and failure were not as hypothesized.

It is

very difficult to account for the decrease in self-concept
experienced by the high self-concept group following the
success experience.

It is possible that the high self-

concept group responded more realistically on the po3ttest
than on the pretest, making more truthful rather than
socially acceptable responses, since the pretest was done
in groups while the second administration was done indi
vidually.

During the first administrations some of the sub

jects did occasionally respond verbally.

It is possible

that other subjects would then respond similarly even though
they had been told to answer according to how they felt
about the question.

It could be that a group contagion ef

fect was reduced in the posttest since it was administered
individually.

36

The high self-concept subjects showed a decrease in
self-concept following the failure experience.

It' would

appear that they were reacting more realistically to fail
ure than the low self-concept subjects.

Even though the

low self-concept group did show a decrease In self-concept
following the failure experience the decrease was not as
marked as with the high self-concept group.

If a floor ef

fect was encountered, then this tendency for the low selfconcept subjects to regress toward the mean might be ex
pected.

It should be noted that except for one extrema

negative score the mean group change was in a positive dir
ection, that is toward higher self-concepts.

It appears

that the low self-concept group was denying the failure ex
perience,

If that is true one would hardly expect them

to show a decrease in self-concept following the failure
experience.

Low self-concept subjects may also have had a

greater history of failure than the high self-concept sub
jects.

If so they have probably had more of a need to deny

failure experiences in the past.
The low self-concept groups did increase their selfconcepts following the success experience.

It appears

that the low self-concept subjects were affected more by
the success experience than the high self-concept subjects,
Heber (1957) found that while success enhances the perfor
mance of both normals and retardates, the performance of
retardates is enhanced more than normals.

Since high
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self-concepts have tentatively been linked to achievement
and better performance in general, the same comparison
might hold for self-concept.

It is possible that those

with lower self-concept react with an increase in selfconcept following a success experience just as Hebera* re
tardates reacted with an increase in performance after a
success experience.

The high self-concept subjects, much

like Habers' normals, showed an Increase in self-concept
folloxtfing a success experience but not as great an increase
as the low self-concept 3ubject3,
This study has demonstrated that not all retardates
respond alike.

There appears to be a difference in respond

ing between high and low self-concept subjects under vary
ing experimental conditions.

Both success and failure ex

periences appear to attenuate the self-concept of the high
self-concept subjects, especially the failure condition.
The self-concept of the low self-concept group was enhanced
following the success experience and attenuated following
the failure experience.

No significant differences were

found among the experimental conditions of success-failurecontrol .
These findings have several implications.

First the

self-concept of the retardate may be more stable than was
previously thought.

This is especially true in the case

of the high self-concept subjects.

If this is true, then

the apparent lack of difference between the experimental

conditions can be explained.

A brief one-time encounter

with a success or failure experience may not be signifi
cantly intense to change a person's self-concept signifi
cantly, especially if the history of repeated failure as
sumed for the retardates is true.

Prolonged exposure to

either the success or failure condition is probably neces
sary to affect any change in self-concept.
Secondly, even though no significant differences were
demonstrated between the success and failure condition, it
can be said that success experiences enhance the selfconcept of the retardate more than failure experiences.
Therefore experiences in school and in daily living should
be geared to offer the retardate the greatest opportunity
to obtain success and to avoid failure.

This is true with

both the high and low self-concept subjects.

The high

self-concept subjects appear to be more affected by failure
experiences.

Therefore their experiences should be geared

to avoid failure.

The low self-concept subjects are also

affected by failure experiences, although it doesn’t seem
as marked because they are probably employing a denial
mechanism.

There seems to be a need on the part of the low

3elf-concept subject to deny failure experiences, thus
his decrease in 3elf-concept following a failure experi
ence is 1833 in comparison to the marked decrease in selfconcept experienced by the high self-concept subject.
Shaping and fading techniques might be employed effectively
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with .retardates because they minimize the failure and maxi
mize the opportunity to succeed.
Further research on the effect of success and failure
on subsequent performance should keep in mind the differ
ence in responding between high and low self-concept sub
jects.

The inconsistencies in the success-failure litera

ture in the past may have been due in part to the failure
to control for this important variable.

Furthermore, if

any significant changes in self-concept as a result of suc
cess and failure experiences are to be demonstrated, the
success and failure experiences will have to be prolonged
rather than short, one-time experiences.
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